WHAT’S HAPPENING IN HIGHER EDUCATION?  STUDENT NEEDS AND UNIVERSITY RESPONSES

Moderator:  David McEntire, University of North Texas
Recorder:  Wayne Blanchard, Federal Emergency Management Agency (EMI)

Discussants:  Chrys Rodrigue, California State University, Long Beach; David Neal, Jacksonville State University; Kyle Rhrone, Arkansas Tech University; David Hoover, University of Akron; Greg Shaw, George Washington University.

Stating that the demand for qualified emergency and hazards managers has been on the rise since September 11, Dr. McEntire noted that now more than ever these managers must have a broad range of skills  and abilities to successfully do their jobs and that education programs need to keep pace with this demand.  He posed 5 questions to the panelists:  (1) Have you incorporated new perspectives on emergency management into your program?  (2) How has 9/11 changed your program? (3) Is a balance between academic education and practical training desirable – why or why not? (4) What challenges confront emergency management programs and how can they be overcome? (5) What will your program do in the future to address the specific knowledge, skills and abilities that students and employers demand?

There was general consensus that collegiate emergency management programs must continually evolve.  Most of the panelists cited technology and terrorism subject matters as areas of focus and increased interest.

All agreed that 9/11 has had significant impacts on their programs – most notably increased student, faculty, school administration and public official interest in their courses and programs.    Dr. Hoover noted that prior to /911 he had difficulty in getting the attention of local officials, but that since then, local officials are contacting him – so much so that his school has just created a  Center for Emergency Management and Homeland Security.  Greg Shaw noted that on the night of 9/11 eight students from his program and one faculty member were involved in 9/11 response operations.  Greg observed that since 9/11 there has been a movement toward more time and attention paid to the subject of consequence management and away from mitigation.  He also noted that Corporate America perceived 9/11 as an attack on Corporate America and has reacted with an upsurge of interest in crisis management topics, as have the health and medical communities.  Greg mentioned, on the subject of challenges and opportunities, that his program at GWU (Crisis, Disaster and Risk Management) can hardly keep up with demand.  Student enrollments have increased as well.  Dr. Neal noted that his distance learning disaster management program has students from 40 States and 5 countries, and anticipates 300 students enrolled this Fall Semester -- mostly emergency services practitioners.  JSU is now looking to hire an additional faculty member to join the three faculty members already on board.  

Kyle Rhone, in addressing Dr. McEntire’s training/education nexus question, noted that for the great majority of his students the purpose of a Bachelors Degree in Emergency Management is to get a job -- and that the State Office of Emergency Management as well is very interested in student placement.  Dr. Neal noted his concern that one can go too far in attempting to address the preferences of students and gave the example of a school he is aware of which teaches a course on the incident command system – too much, in his opinion, in the training domain.  Educational courses should focus on critical thinking skills and nurturing the ability to analyze and synthesize – concerning which there was unanimous consensus. 

In terms of challenges, Kyle Rhone observed that people may be going too far in reacting to 9/11 with stand-alone terrorism focal areas as opposed to the integration of terrorism preparedness into the all-hazards framework.  Others worried that mitigation may suffer in the balance.

Developing new courses, engaging in imaginative community service projects with emergency management classes, using distance learning methods, and engaging community stakeholders, were some of the methods utilized by panelists to address needed knowledge, skills and abilities. Dr. Rodrigue noted that her Geography Department has recently experienced an influx of faculty with interests in hazards and thus the Department's first hazards course will be offered this coming Fall Semester.  Their focus will be on building student skills in GIS techniques and other technological tools and uses.  

